Biographical disruption associated with multiple sclerosis: using propensity scoring to assess the impact.
Chronic illness such as multiple sclerosis (MS) is often associated with 'biographical disruption', a concept that is derived from qualitative narrative analyses examining how people make sense of their illness in the context of their lives [Bury, M. (1982). Chronic illness as biographical disruption. Sociology of Health and Illness, 4, 167-182]. This paper attempts to operationalise the idea of disruption to one's life trajectory in quantitative analysis by examining the social, economic and emotional disruption associated with MS. A number of studies have suggested that it impacts negatively on employment, income and sexual relationships; however previous research has been based upon samples of people with MS (pwMS), with a dearth of studies comparing pwMS with the general population. This study reports a systematic comparison of MS and non-MS households to enable the impact of MS to be quantified in terms of household composition and marital status; household income; economic activity; and to determine whether biographical disruptions such as relationship breakdown or unemployment are more or less prevalent among those affected by MS compared to the general population. The MS sample came from randomly selected members of the UK MS Society (n=783) and those accessing the MS Society website (n=133). Data for the general population came from the 2001/02 British General Household Survey (GHS). Cases from the MS Society sample were matched using propensity scoring with cases from the GHS. The results of the matched analysis show that both men and women with MS are significantly less likely to be employed than those in the general population and are significantly more likely to have a 'below average' household income, despite the fact that they are in a higher social class and have higher educational levels than people in the general population. Differences between the MS and GHS samples in terms of marital status become non-significant when socio-demographic variables are controlled for using propensity scoring. This study provides robust evidence on how MS impacts on and disrupts the life of the person with MS and their household in terms of income and employment.